A new book by Ebony editor Lerone Bennett Jr. paints an unflattering view of the nation's sixteenth president, a white man who has been most revered by many in the African-American community. JBHE asked a group of the nation's leading Lincoln scholars to comment on the Bennett work. face minstrelsy, and emancipated the slaves only when he was forced to do so by political pressure.
SINCE HIS DEATH in 1865 Abraham
Fooling around with a national icon like Lincoln is serious business. And when one argues that the Great Emancipator was a racist who freely referred to blacks in the most pejo?
rative terms one would naturally expect a firestorm. Instead, the book has been met with a deafening silence from the mainstream press. Jack White, a managing editor for Time Glory deserves to be reviewed by the mainstream media. If they do decide to review it, they will, in this instance, be fol?
lowing the lead of the public for whom they allegedly write.
Lincoln Was a Product of His Time
William E. Gienapp, professor of history at Harvard University, responded:
I have not read Mr. Bennett's book, and therefore it would be unfair for me to comment on the merits of his argument.
I do not know why "the mainstream press" has ignored this book, since they do not turn to me for advice. But I would not attach much significance to that fact. Being reviewed in these papers promotes sales, but such reviews are no indica?
tion of a book's quality or importance.
Abraham Lincoln was a product of his society and his times, and he was no more able to completely transcend his culture than his modern-day critics are able to transcend theirs (although I think that he was much more successful in attempting to do this than they are). Modern critics' con? demnation of Lincoln for not having the racial sensibilities of our own times is fundamentally ahistorical. Some of his racial comments grate on modern ears and are especially painful to African Americans. But to emphasize these words to the exclusion of his larger record on race, slavery, and black Americans' rights, and to ignore the profound change that the war produced in his thinking, is to fundamentally distort both his life and his historical legacy.
These critics also condemn Lincoln for failing to attack slavery immediately during the war and for his caution in promoting racial equality. Had he followed the advice of antislavery radicals (and modern critics) on these issues the Confederacy would have won the war and the chains riveting the limbs of American slaves been fastened tighter than ever.
Lincoln Rose Above Racism What is not wrong in this scenario is that Lincoln harbored views on blacks which we should be bold enough to admit were racist. As Bennett points out with relentless urgency, Lincoln's written and oral record is spotted with affirmations of white superiority, racist jokes, contempt for the abolition?
ists, the N-word, and, finally, advocacy of black deportation. tion, Lincoln pointed out in a letter of reply to Chase the dangers of such an action:
Would I not thus give up all footing upon constitution or law? Would I not thus be in the boundless field of absolutism? Could this pass unnoticed, or unresisted? Could it fail to be perceived that without any further stretch, I might do the same in Delaware, Maryland, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Missouri; and even change any law in any state? Would not many of our own friends shrink away appalled? Would it not lose us the elections, and with them, the very cause we seek to advance?
The sum of Bennett's complaint is that Lincoln did not set aside the Constitution at once and establish a benevolent dic?
tatorship; and indeed, Bennett is not reluctant to dismiss the Constitution as "marks on pieces of paper," especially when set beside the crying evil of slavery. "What could possibly be a greater evil to the cause of human liberty than slavery?" Bennett asks. And I reply, with Lincoln: the destruction of a Constitution which keeps presidents from ever retiirning any of us to slavery again.
Second, Bennett severely (and the word severely is in this case not severe enough) underestimates the degree of resist?
ance in the white North to any moves toward emancipation during the Civil War, and to any subsequent moves toward black civil equality. Bennett refers to the white equalitarians ? Phillips, Sumner, Lovejoy, Trumbull ? as proof that suf? ficient good will on these policies existed to make Lincoln's warnings about white backlash mere special pleading. But any inspection of the newspapers, letters, diaries, and con? There is a terrible loss implied by this mutual failure. The study of Lincoln can be, in itself, a passage to freedom, for white and black Americans alike, a study that acknowledges all the crudeness and all the shortcomings of our American undertakings, both personal as well as those imposed by cir?
cumstances, yet without ever losing the hope to do better, to expect a "vast future." Bennett, in the end, had the most fun? damental point right: the study of Lincoln is the study of our?
selves as Americans. Withdrawal from that study spells a sadly diminished future for us all. iJBhe|
